



ARGENTINA; JUNTA ATTACKS TERRORISM AND 
ECONOMIC PROBLEMS 


The ease with which Argentina's military 
junta assumed power belies the intractcible nature 
of the problems it now faces. The government's 
priority concerns — controlling terrorist violence 
and stimulating economic recovery — are tasks that 
will severely test its skills and resources. The 
junta chief, Gen. Jorge R. Videla, has explicitly 
warned the nation not to expect miracle solu- 
tions; but even if Argentines display an unusual 
measure of patience, the junta's chances of gov- 
erning successfully cannot be considered better 
than fair. 

Terrorist Challenge . Sustained, high-level 
terrorist violence is the most spectacular legacy 
of Mrs. Peron's presidency. Both the left and 
the right have contributed to the carnage. The 
left is represented primarily by the nominally- 
Peronist Montoneros and the Marxist- Leninist ERP 
(People's Revolutionary Army), and the right 
primarily by police, military, and labor elements 
loosely organized in death squads. Under Peron, 
the security forces, including the military, were 
too frequently inactive against the right and 
ineffective against the left. 

, The junta's determination to halt the vio- 
lence is evident in the preponderance of anti- 
terrorist measures among its early decrees. 
Unencumbered by executive and legislative restric- 
tions, the junta has instituted the measures it 
considers essential to combat subversion; 

—military trials and harsh penalties, includ- 
ing death, for sabotage and subversion; 

—the firing of many senior judges and of all 
civil servants suspected of terrorist links; 
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— the banning of five left-wing parties that advocate 
violent political tactics; and reportedly 

— a review of communist-country diplomatic delegations 
with a view to halting suspected terrorist-support 
activities by the Cubans and/or others. 

Terrorism from the right will be more susceptible to 
control than that from the left because right-wing operatives 
frequently have been attached to groups now directly under 
military supervision — police, labor unions, government minis- 
tries, It is imperative that the junta silence the right- 
wingers if it is to avoid overt identification with the 
extreme right and, thereby, lose public support for its 
campaign against the left. 

The ERP and the Montoneros will be more difficult 
targets, particularly if they decide to coordinate their 
activities. Reliable figures are unavailable, but together 
the two organizations probably can field thousands of combat- 
ants . The Montoneros are more dangerous because they are 
numerically superior to the ERP, and they enjoy at least 
the ideological support of left-wing Peronists, who allegedly 
number 200,000-300,000. 

From the perspective of the terrorist left, the mili- 
tary coup is a victory for its cause. Repressive military 
rule is viewed as the necessary precondition for the massive 
popular resistance that the terrorists believe will culmin- 
ate in seizure of power by the revolutionary left. Given 
this perception of events, the ERP and the Montoneros cannot 
be expected to alter their tactics. They may decide to curb 
their activities temporarily, perhaps to weather the storm 
of the military's initial onslaught and await the anticipated 
failure of the junta's economic program. However, they 
almost certainly believe that their strategy is working, and 
that time is their ally. 

Complicating matters for the junta is the fact that the 
terrorist and economic problems are closely linked. If the 
junta cannot pump life into the economy in the next couple 
of months, the terrorists will enjoy more fertile recruiting 
ground and, more importantly: 

— conditions will be ripe for expanding their influence 
in union circles, a process begun during Peron's 
tenure ; and 



— the security forces will find the piablic in general 
less inclined to aid in the counterterrorist battle. 

Economic Difficulties , In a technical sense, the mili- 
tary is better train^ed and equipped to handle the terrorist 
problem than the economic difficulties, but. the fate of 
General Videla’s government will rest with its efforts in the 
economic sphere. The enormity of the problem is reflected 
in the economy's statistical profile: 

— inflation running at over 400 percent per year; 

— a fiscal deficit expected to top 20 percent of the GDP; 

— declining industrial production and investment; and 

— large debt obligations for 1976, with maturities 
heavily bunched in March and April, 

Argentina's economic decline has been accelerating over 
the last 18 months because of policies tailored to satisfy 
the basic constituency of Peronist governments — organized 
labor. Current difficulties can be traced to post- 19 73 
Peronist policies that were distributive in nature, empha- 
sizing consumption over production, price over wage controls, 
industry over agriculture, and public over private sector 
expansion. Those policies must be modified and, in some 
cases, reversed in order to check the nation's downward eco- 
nomic slide. Such a course is crucial not only to achieve 
domestic recovery but also to attract the foreign investment 
and loans that Argentina badly needs . 

Early indications are that the new Economy Minister, 

Jose Martinez de Hoz, plans to implement an austerity program 
in a pragmatic, gradual fashion. Through such tactics, 
Martinez de Hoz and the junta will attempt to minimize the 
adverse impact of the program on the working class — the sec- 
tor upon which the heaviest burden will fall, and the sector 
that is least inclined by experience or temperament to 
accept sacrifice. 

The junta must have labor's cooperation if its policies 
are to succeed. The unions remain a powerful pressure group 
whose active opposition could force the government to 
choose between ; 

— adopting increasingly coercive means to implement 
its policies; and 
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— making policy changes that would stifle labor opposi- 
tion but hinder the chances for economic recovery. 

Labor’s disastrous experience under the Peron 'government may 
have been sufficient to convince the workers that the junta’s 
approach is worth trying , Negotiations between i:he armed 
forces and the unions have produced encouraging signs in this 
regard. Nonetheless, memories are short, and if an austerity 
program translates into substantially higher unemployment and 
an appreciable drop in the workers* standard of living, a 
militant union response could develop quickly. 

P\iblic Perceptions Crucial . To be successful in con- 
fronting the terrorist an3~economic issues, the junta must 
maintain the image of a united, moderate, disinterested force 
seeking only to restore order aind prosperity. A vindictive 
attitude toward any group except the terrorists would serve 
only to stimulate the chronic divisiveness that makes Argentina 
difficult to govern under the best of circumstances . 

Likewise critical to the success of Videla’s government 
will be the public’s acceptance of it as the only viable 
alternative in the near term. When the military exited in 
1973, the P’eronists and their allies constituted a feasible 
civilian ruling force that could legitimately expect to rule 
Argentina. Today, there is no group, or yet perceptible 
coalition, that could form a majoritarian civilian government. 
This undoubtedly is the prevailing view within military 
circles, and it suggests that the military probably will rule 
Argentina for at least the next four to six years. If the 
civilians share this view and act accordingly, the junta’s 
job will be somewhat easier. 

US Interests . From the US point of view, the Videla 
government presents no immediate problem. Neither US Embassy 
officials nor the USG in general has been accused of engineer- 
ing or supporting the coup. The three service chiefs who 
constitute the junta are pro- US, anti -communist officers who 
probably will identify Argentina internationally with the 
West and with the LDC moderates on North-South issues. Pend- 
ing investment disputes probably will be settled quickly in 
order to enhance the junta’s chances for attracting foreign 
investment and loans , 

Human rights could become a problem area as the mili- 
tary clamps down on terrorism. To date, however, the junta 
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has followed a reasoncible , prudent line in an obvious attempt 
to avoid being tagged with a "Made in Chile" label: 

— mass arrests have not occurred; 

— no party or sector, save for the terrorists, has 
been singled out for persecution, not even the 
orthodox Communist Party; 

— repeated reassurances have been issued regarding 
respect for human rights; and 

— care has been taken to provide a legal framework 
within which the counterterrorist campaign can be 
conducted. 

Nonetheless, the fight against the ERP and the Montoneros 
is liable to be an extended one during which human rights 
violations are bound to occur. If they become so widespread 
as to constitute de facto policy rather than infrequent 
practice, US-Argentine relations could be cast in a differ- 
ent light. 

If Videla's moderate approach fails, the most likely 
successor would be a more rigidly conservative, hard-line 
brand of military rule. Human rights violations would be more 
likely to occur under such circumstances, and US investors 
could be exposed to a more nationalistic, less pragmatic 
environment with the consequent potential for serious prob- 
lems in US-Argentine relations. 
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